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sentence patterns, some indications for conceptual transfer should be found. 
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the ICLE. The statistical methods used for the first research question include the chi-square test of independence,  
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morphemes in the same order regardless of their previous linguistic background, it would be fruitful to study a single 
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
Tutkimus käsittelee morfologisen kongruenssin vaikutusta toisen kielen oppimiseen, ja tutkimuksen kohteena on 
englannin kielen säännöllisen monikkomuodon s-pääte. Aiempien tutkimuksien mukaan (esim. Jiang ym. 2011) 
toisen kielen morfeemin omaksuminen helpottuu, mikäli samaa merkitystä ilmaistaan morfeemilla myös oppijan 
äidinkielessä. Vastaavasti omaksuminen vaikeutuu tilanteessa, jossa samaa merkitystä ei ilmaista samankaltaisilla 
morfologisilla rakenteilla. Tutkimus keskittyy vieraan kielen tuottamiseen sekä kirjallisesti että suullisesti, ja 
materiaalina toimivat oppijakorpukset. Epäkongruenttina ryhmänä tutkimuksessa toimivat japanilaiset englannin 
oppijat, sillä heidän äidinkielessään ei ole lainkaan monikkoa ilmaisevaa morfeemia, ja kongruenttia ryhmää  
edustavat espanjankieliset oppijat. 
 
Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on vahvistaa käsitystä siitä, että oppijan äidinkielellä on merkitystä oppimisprosessissa,  
ja löytää mahdollisia viitteitä käsitteellisestä siirtovaikutuksesta, joka kumpuaa käsitteellisistä eroista oppijan 
äidinkielen ja opittavan kielen välillä. Tutkimus ottaa myös kantaa universalististen mallien käyttöön opetuksen 
suunnittelussa, joka olikin oleellinen syy tutkimusaiheen valinnassa: on tärkeää, että toisen kielen opetus kehittyy 
siihen suuntaan, että yksilölliset erot osataan ottaa paremmin huomioon, sillä tällöin oppimisprosessista tulee 
oppijan näkökulmasta vaivattomampi. 
 
Tutkimuskysymyksiä on kaksi. Ensinnäkin, tekeekö epäkongruentti ryhmä enemmän monikkovirheitä kongruenttiin 
ryhmään verrattuna, ja ovatko tulokset tilastollisesti merkitseviä. Toiseksi, onko tuloksissa viitteitä käsitteellisestä 
siirtovaikutuksesta, kun aineistoa tutkitaan laadullisesti. Aiempiin tutkimuksiin nojaten (esim. Jiang ym. 2010, Luk ja 
Shirai 2009), hypoteesina on, että kongruentin ryhmän suoritus on virheettömämpi kuin epäkongruentin ryhmän. 
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epäkongruentin morfeemin käytössä. Tällöin tulokset olisivat vielä paremmin verrattavissa, ja olisi mahdollista 
saada vahvempia todisteita universalistisia malleja vastaan. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In second language acquisition (SLA) research, the role of the learner's first language (L1) is 
a much debated issue. There are conflicting opinions and research results as to what extent the 
learner's first language facilitates or complicates the learning process of a second language 
(L2) (see, for example, Ringbom 1987: 58). This question, which primarily deals with the 
learner's cognitive processes, could be paraphrased in psychological terms; whether our mind 
is able to receive and store new information in a previously unoccupied space, thus excluding 
the cumbersome task of assimilating and accommodating the new information with what 
already exists in the mind. The alternative view suggests we carry the burden of previously 
acquired knowledge with us while attempting to learn something new; and, on the other hand, 
can resort to the help this knowledge provides us in case the new information is in any way 
similar to the existing knowledge.  
 
It is a fact observable in everyday life that children have the ability to acquire a language as 
long as they receive adequate input from the environment. Based on this observation, it has 
been proposed that there is an innate language faculty that enables this seemingly effortless 
acquisition process (Chomsky 1981: 9-10). Some linguists have taken this concept a step 
further, linking it to second language acquisition, and proposed that everyone, disregarding 
the native language, has a similar pattern of L2 acquisition across languages (see, for example, 
Dulay and Burt 1974). However, numerous studies concerning the phenomenon of language 
transfer, i.e. the influence of one's native language into the learning process of another 
language (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 1), suggest that the learner's native language plays an 
important role in the acquisition of the L2. Depending on the perceived similarities or 
differences between the two languages, L1 knowledge may either facilitate the learning task 
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or make it more difficult (Ringbom 1987: 33). Furthermore, there is the question of whether it 
is the grammatical structure alone which confuses the learner, or whether the phenomenon is 
more deeply rooted in cognition and our conceptualizations of the surrounding world (Jarvis 
and Pavlenko 2008: 112). 
 
This study adopts the view presented by the language transfer theories, and attempts to 
provide supporting evidence for the influence of the L1 in the L2 acquisition process. The 
justification arises from the need to reinforce the understanding that, in L2 instruction, 
including syllabus and textbook design, the L1 influence should be taken into account. This 
would enable appropriate responses in situations where the learner is struggling; in contrast, 
the universalist views advocate an identical syllabus for all learners regardless of their 
backgrounds (see, for example, Goldschneider and DeKeyser 2001), which, in the light of the 
following discussion, can be seen as extremely harmful for the learner. 
 
The theoretical review in this paper begins with an introduction of these two conflicting views. 
First, a theoretical review of the Universal Grammar and its extensions is presented. 
Chomsky's original proposal is viewed in the light of more recent literature, and these ideas 
are taken further when examining results of SLA research conducted in the context of 
language universals. This is followed by an introduction to an opposing viewpoint, which is 
language transfer research. This chapter also includes an account of the morphological 
congruency hypothesis (Jiang et al. 2011) and its influence on the acquisition of L2 
morphemes. The fourth chapter focuses on the theory of conceptual transfer, i.e. transfer on 
the conceptual level of cognition (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 23), as a natural counterpart for 
linguistic transfer. In this chapter, the problems of conducting a study on conceptual transfer 
are also discussed. Finally there is an overview of the different morphological structures of 
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the three languages examined in the present study, more specifically the plural morphemes, 
the acquisition of which is the main point of interest here. This chapter is essential for the 
proper interpretation of the results; it is impossible to determine whether or not the learner's 
native language is the source for the errors made in L2 unless the researcher is familiar with 
the L1 structures.   
 
This study examines the influence of the L1 on the acquisition of the English plural –s 
morpheme. The learner groups studied here are Japanese and Spanish learners of English, 
whose proficiency is ranked between intermediate to advanced. The focus is on Japanese 
learners, who represent an incongruent learner group as regards to the plural morpheme as 
their L1 does not express numeral distinctions (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 136). Spanish 
learners, whose L1 is in this feature very similar to English, represent a congruent learner 
group, against whom the performance of the incongruent group can be compared. 
 
The first research question is whether or not the performance of the morphologically 
incongruent learner group is significantly lower compared to that of the congruent group. In 
order to determine the significance of the results, this question is answered by employing 
statistical methods of analysis. The second research question turns the focus towards the 
overall context in which the errors appear; the purpose is to find structures that suggest that 
the conceptual structure of the learner's L1 is the cause for errors made in the L2. This 
question requires a more qualitative approach.  
 
The first hypothesis is that, based on the research by Jiang et al. (2011) and the studies 
reviewed by Luk and Shirai (2009), the performance of the incongruent group should indeed 
be inferior to that of the congruent group. The level of statistical significance is a point of 
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interest, as the matter has not been statistically tested in any of the studies reviewed here. The 
second hypothesis is that, when examining the structure of the entire sentence, there will be 
indications of conceptual transfer from the L1 into the L2. This hypothesis is based on the 
research by, for example, Odlin (1989: 71) and Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 16) on the link 
between linguistic relativity and transfer. There is also some discussion about the 
phenomenon of entrenchment (Croft and Cruse 2004: 292), which, in short, entails that the 
more frequently used structures are stored in the mind as easily accessible units. This creates 
an additional hypothesis about frequently used plural nouns returning a relatively small 
amount of errors. 
 
This is a corpus-based study on two learner corpora, ICLE (International Corpus of Learner 
English) and LINDSEI (Louvain International Database of Spoken English Interaction). The 
Japanese learners were the original object of interest, and the Spanish were chosen as the 
comparative group because, in addition to representing a congruent group, they were in all 
aspects the most comparable group out of all other native language groups represented in 
these two corpora. By employing statistical methods of analysis on the performances of these 
two groups, it is possible to determine the significance of the L1 influence as regards to the 
plural –s morpheme. Although there are numerous studies arguing against the universal 
theories, this one has its value in the quantity of subjects and the wide focus on both written 
and spoken production.  
 
Research questions, hypotheses and any issues concerning the methodology are further 
elaborated upon in the methodological section of this paper in chapter 6. This chapter also 
includes a more detailed look into the two learner groups represented in the corpora. 
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2. Universal Grammar in Second Language Acquisition 
 
This chapter begins with a general introduction of Chomsky's original concept of Universal 
Grammar (UG). However, as the aim of the present study is to offer countering evidence for 
universals in language acquisition, the introductory section will also contain some criticism 
towards this theory. The following sections illustrate the impact of UG on second language 
acquisition theories, and more specifically, morpheme acquisition, which is of special interest 
for this study. The final section on morpheme acquisition orders also includes a brief 
introduction of the opposing view. The sources used in this chapter are, especially at the 
beginning, quite old; however, this is because the purpose of the chapter is to shed light on the 
impact of the original theories to present research on the matter. Newer theories on UG are 
presented alongside the older ones in this chapter, and further comparisons with transfer 
theories are drawn in the following chapters. The UG theory has been highly influential in 
SLA research in general, thus it is important to present its origins as well as some of the more 
recent approaches. 
 
2.1 The original concept of Universal Grammar 
The Universal Grammar approach to language acquisition was developed by Noam Chomsky. 
The theoretical interest in the subject was caused by the phenomenon of children's first 
language acquisition; according to Chomsky (1968, 1981) it is unlikely that children could 
acquire such an arbitrary system so quickly and effortlessly without an already existing 
biological basis for it. Chomsky (1981: 3) explains that the evidence, that is the linguistic 
input children receive from the environment, is insufficient, so that it would be impossible to 
arrive at correct hypotheses on the structure of language based on that evidence alone. This is 
based on an illustration of the deep structure and surface structure of example sentences 
(Chomsky 1968: 28), where the surface structure, which is the input children receive, is 
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shown to be uninformative, so that the word-meaning relationships that are found in the deep 
structure are not conveyed by the surface structure alone. 
 
In short, the language children hear around them does not, allegedly, present itself in a form 
that can simply be heard and repeated as it is, resulting in the correct production of that 
particular language. Therefore, Chomsky (1981: 9-10) proposed the idea of an innate 
language faculty, present in the mind of every human being, where certain universal rules 
concerning language and grammar are mapped even before children begin to acquire their 
first language. In the UG theory, these rules are called principles (Chomsky 1981: 3). They 
are the elementary rules that constrain language use and allow the interpretation of produced 
language. For example, the knowledge that languages are structure-dependent allows us to 
encode sentences based on functional items such as prepositions or determiners (Mitchell and 
Myles 2004: 62). 
 
In addition to these principles, there are parameters, the setting of which determines the 
differences between particular grammars. A good example of a parameter is the head 
parameter (Mitchell and Myles 2004: 67), which divides languages into head-first and head-
last languages. In head-first languages, the head of a phrase precedes its complements, which 
is the case with English, whereas in head last languages, such as Japanese, the complements 
are positioned before the head of the phrase. In sum, the principles constrain the grammars of 
all natural languages, while parameters can be fixed in one way or another, resulting in very 
different grammatical structures.  
 
What happens in the L1 acquisition process, then, is that children take the limited evidence 
from the environment and use it to set the UG parameters to correspond to the structure of the 
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L1 (Chomsky 1981: 7). While the role of experience is not entirely ignored in the theory, its 
part in the entire acquisition process is minimal (Chomsky 1981: 4, 6); due to the intricacy of 
grammatical systems, a change in a single parameter has complex effects in various parts of 
the grammar, and these effects reach far beyond the content of the actual evidence that was 
provided by a linguistic experience. 
 
However, even as such an intricate theory of language and mind, UG raises a multitude of 
questions and counter-arguments. First, although the verbal input children receive might be 
inadequate to be used as learning material, as such, the learning process always involves a 
non-verbal element, and its role cannot be ignored. Language is learned in a context; words 
and phrases are assigned to objects and events in the environment, thus enabling connections 
between words and meanings which would not be apparent in the mere surface structure of 
the language. Second, while the principles and parameters have been shown to widely apply 
to English (e.g. Chomsky 1981), and perhaps superficially to other languages, as well, it is 
still quite questionable whether, for example, the head parameter can be used to describe 
languages such as Japanese. If conceptual differences between languages are taken into 
consideration, it could be questioned whether the Japanese have a similar perception of the 
role of a head in a phrase. This and other conceptual matters in language acquisition will be 
further discussed in chapter 4. 
 
2.2 Universal Grammar in second language acquisition 
Nevertheless, even some of the recent literature appears to be supportive of the Universal 
Grammar approach. For example, according to Mitchell and Myles (2004: 93) "Universal 
Grammar has been highly influential as a theory of language, and is probably the most 
sophisticated tool available for analyzing language today, whether native or second 
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languages". While the theory of UG is very intriguing and undoubtedly worth the discussion, 
it is too abstract and philosophical in nature to be of use in second language acquisition (SLA) 
research. Chomsky (1968: 14) even uses the name philosophical grammar to describe the 
theory, asserting that it is one of the most significant linguistic theories. However, even in a 
purely philosophical debate, there would certainly be valid counterarguments for the theory, 
such as whether the division of languages into head-first and head-last is in any way 
purposeful if conceptual differences are taken into account; and when the UG theory is 
applied to SLA research as such, it can have dangerous consequences for language education. 
 
Acquisition of a second language is in many ways similar to children's first language 
acquisition, and UG has attempted to explain SLA in similar terms; the language learner has 
access to UG and, on the basis of the input, is able to reset the parameters of the L1 to 
correspond the required settings of the L2. This is known as the full-access hypothesis 
(Mitchell and Myles 2004: 85). As pointed out by Gass and Selinker (2008: 170), the 
evidence regarding this hypothesis is conflicting, and there is an ongoing debate whether the 
access is full or only partial, or whether the learner has any access to UG at all. Nevertheless, 
one of the most controversial claims that emerge from associating first language acquisition 
and second language acquisition in the theoretical framework of Universal Grammar is that 
SLA proceeds in a uniform pattern, regardless of the learner's linguistic background (see, for 
example, Krashen et al. 1976). These studies will be further examined in the following 
section.  
 
A multitude of linguistic studies of this sort have been carried out and are widely considered 
as valuable material for syllabus design (see, for example, Goldschneider & DeKeyser 2001: 
39). Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991: 284) discuss the prospects of "appropriately timed 
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instruction", which would suggest that the universal patterns of acquisition could be used to 
unify language teaching around the world, disregarding the different language backgrounds of 
the learners. By studying two distinct learner groups from very different language 
backgrounds and their performance on the production of features that should be acquired in a 
similar pattern, this study attempts to show why the advocated "appropriately timed 
instruction" is, in fact, extremely inappropriate.  
 
2.3 Universals in morpheme acquisition 
Universal patterns in morpheme acquisition have been studied by Dulay and Burt (1974), and 
their results have received further support from studies by Bailey et al. (1974) and Krashen et 
al. (1976). The subjects included speakers of Romance languages, such as Spanish, but also 
speakers of languages not related to English, such as Chinese and Japanese. The results of 
these studies agree that the relative difficulty of grammatical morphemes remains the same 
regardless of the learner's language background, age, or even the learning environment, as in 
whether the learning takes place in a natural environment or in a classroom situation. In other 
words, it is claimed that learners follow a natural syllabus defined by the linguistic system of 
the L2, and the effect of the L1 is insignificant (Krashen et al. 1976: 150). 
 
As an outcome of these studies, a natural order of acquisition for grammatical morphemes has 
been proposed. Although the sets of morphemes examined in each study had slight 
differences, some including more morphemes than others, there was little variation found in 
the order of acquisition. It was generally agreed upon that plural -s was among the first 
morphemes acquired, and at the other end of the scale of difficulty was the possessive 's. A 
more recent study by Álvarez (2011) compared Spanish and Italian learners and the 
difficulties they experience in the acquisition of possessive structures in English. Both the 
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Spanish and Italian learners, despite having different possessive structures in their native 
languages, Spanish more congruent with English, struggled with the production of a correct 
structure in English. Thus, the results of this study lend support for the theory of a natural 
acquisition order and the accessibility of Universal Grammar for the second language learner. 
 
The acquisition order hypothesis has received further support from, for example, Larsen-
Freeman & Long (1991: 92), and Gass and Selinker (2008: 376), the latter emphasizing the 
point that the presence or absence of pedagogical instruction has no effect on the order of 
acquisition. In addition, Goldschneider and DeKeyser (2001) have contributed to the study of 
acquisition orders by examining the underlying processes that would help account for the 
proposed natural order of acquisition, with the conclusion that the ultimate predictor in the 
order of acquisition is the salience of the acquired feature. In other words, they suggest that 
the more distinct features are acquired before the less distinct ones, despite the learner's 
linguistic background or the amount of instruction. By studying two separate learner groups 
from different native language backgrounds, who are at the same level of competence and 
share similar language learning histories, it is possible to determine the plausibility of this 
statement. 
 
However, these universal theories have recently received much critique. Luk and Shirai 
(2009) compared the proposed natural order of acquisition and the acquisition order by 
Japanese, Korean, Chinese and Spanish learners. Their results suggest a much higher 
influence of the L1, as the acquisition orders in each of these groups varied in accordance to 
the correspondence between the L1 structure and that of the L2. The purpose of this study is 
to lend support for these results, promoting the impact of the L1 in second language 
acquisition. In the following chapters, focus will be on transfer research and theories that 
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provide support for the influence of the learner's native language on the acquisition and 
production of second language structures. 
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3. Transfer research 
 
3.1 Background 
Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 1) define transfer as "the influence of a person's knowledge of one 
language on that person's knowledge or use of another language". In other words, transfer 
occurs when the structures in the learner's L1 affect the acquisition of the corresponding 
structures in the L2. More recently, some light has been shed on the phenomenon of 
conceptual transfer, expanding the basic definition of transfer to include the influence of the 
learner's conceptual knowledge (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 112). This point of view will be 
discussed more extensively in chapter 4. 
 
Despite the strongly advocated view that morphemes are impervious to any sort of influence 
from the learner's L1 (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 92) and that they are acquired in a fixed 
order defined by their relative salience (see previous chapter), an extensive array of studies on 
language transfer, or cross-linguistic influence argue otherwise. Transfer is the original term; 
however, because of its connotations with behaviorist psychology, many researchers prefer to 
use the term cross-linguistic influence (Ringbom 2007: 30). Despite this, transfer being by far 
the simpler and still the most commonly used term, it is the one used in this study as well. 
 
One example of such a study is that by Luk and Shirai (2009), presented in the previous 
chapter. In addition, numerous other studies have been conducted on the influence of the 
learner's native language on the acquisition of different linguistic structures in the target 
language, and the phenomenon of transfer and its importance to linguistic research, textbook 
and syllabus design, and foreign language instruction is widely recognized. It represents an 
important tool for understanding the challenges a certain learner group faces, thus improving 
the quality of L2 instruction (Odlin 1989: 4). This chapter includes an introduction to the 
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traditional distinction between positive and negative transfer, a more recent categorization of 
linguistic and conceptual transfer, and the notions of explicit and implicit knowledge and 
learning. Following these, there is a review of studies concerned with connections between 
UG and transfer theories. The chapter ends with an extensive account on the morphological 
congruency hypothesis (Jiang et al. 2011), which also functions as the basis for the first 
hypothesis in this study. 
 
3.2 Positive and negative transfer 
Researchers of transfer generally agree upon the distinction between positive and negative 
transfer, although its importance to linguistic theory is subject to debate (Ringbom 1987: 58). 
The distinction has been considered relevant only when looking at language production, and 
is thus less valuable for linguists whose main concern are the underlying processes of 
language acquisition. However, as the focus of this study is on production, and, arguably, it is 
the successful production of the target language to which SLA instruction aims at, it is worth 
pointing out that such a distinction exists and providing brief definitions for these concepts. 
The examples are derived from the languages studied here, Japanese and Spanish. 
 
As explained by Ringbom (1987: 58), the term positive transfer describes a situation where 
the structures of the L2 are similar to the corresponding structures in L1. For example, in 
Spanish, plurality is expressed by adding an inflectional morpheme –s or –es, much like in 
English. Thus, the acquisition of the L2 structure becomes easier, as the learner is able to 
make use of previous knowledge. According to this, the Spanish learners of English would 
find it relatively easy to acquire the correct use of the English plural morpheme. In contrast, 
negative transfer occurs when the corresponding structures between L1 and L2 are notably 
different. Such is the case with Japanese as regards to the English plural morpheme, as there 
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is no corresponding structure in the Japanese language. This complicates the acquisition 
process and may lead to an incorrectly produced L2 structure which is influenced by the 
linguistic norms of L1 (Odlin 1989: 26). Morphemes present an especially interesting case in 
transfer studies, which will be further discussed in the final section of this chapter (3.6). 
 
Ringbom (2007: 30) criticizes the tendency to disregard positive transfer in research, which 
easily happens as errors are so much more discernible in the data compared to the correct 
expressions. Furthermore, in searching for positive transfer, one should be able to find 
expressions that are produced more correctly than the overall language in the sample. This 
requires knowledge of the learner's relative competence in the target language, after which it 
would be possible to examine the fluency in a certain feature in the context of the overall 
competence. In this study, the notion of positive transfer can be revisited in the qualitative 
analysis of the corpus data, although the scope of the study will not allow more detailed 
examination of the phenomenon. 
 
3.3 Linguistic transfer and conceptual transfer 
Another important distinction has been made between linguistic transfer and conceptual 
transfer. According to the general definitions provided by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 23), 
these two types of transfer occur at different levels of cognition, namely the linguistic level 
and the conceptual level. Linguistic transfer is described by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 61) as 
'the ways in which L2 users' production, perception, and comprehension of forms and 
structures in one language are affected by their linguistic knowledge of another language.' 
Transfer studies are traditionally focused on the linguistic level, as the most readily available 
material is always the language the learner produces, and by analyzing the structures, it is 
possible to find linguistic choices that are due to native language influence.  
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In contrast, information stored at the conceptual level of cognition includes the knowledge of 
the world in general (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 23). However, considering the theories about 
linguistic relativity, which create a strong link between the human cognition and language use, 
it could also be argued that these two types of transfer are only different explanations for the 
same phenomenon, and that all transfer is essentially conceptual transfer (see, for example, 
Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 116). Furthermore, it has been suggested that transfer might occur 
at both the linguistic level and the conceptual level simultaneously (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 
23). These matters will be discussed at length in section 4.3. 
 
3.4 Explicit knowledge and implicit knowledge 
In a study centered on second language production, it is essential to explain the distinction 
between explicit and implicit knowledge, as the learner's performance is greatly affected by 
the type of knowledge that is used in the situation. Gass and Selinker (2008: 242-243) explain 
the difference between explicit and implicit knowledge by using the traditional psychological 
distinction between declarative and procedural memory. They see declarative memory, which 
is used for learning and storing facts, as the basis for explicit knowledge; correspondingly, 
procedural memory, which is responsible for sequencing information in order to complete 
different tasks, forms the basis for implicit knowledge. However, they also note that these two 
types of knowledge entail a more elaborate description. One such description is provided by 
DeKeyser (2003: 314-315), who begins by defining explicit and implicit learning; the former 
is a conscious effort, while the latter is defined as learning without the awareness of what is 
being learned. However, defining explicit and implicit knowledge is slightly more 
complicated. Although explicit learning initially results in explicit knowledge, this knowledge 
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can later become implicit, if the structure is used frequently enough. Vice versa, implicitly 
acquired knowledge can become explicit if the learner becomes aware of the structure. 
 
Bialystok (1979) studied how English-speaking learners of French detect errors in the L2 in 
order to determine when these two types of knowledge are used. According to her findings, 
implicit knowledge was used to determine the correctness of the sentence; the judgments were 
accurate despite the limited time to process the information. Explicit knowledge, on the other 
hand, was needed to find the locus of the error, and this task required a fair amount of time. 
Furthermore, Ellis (2005: 306) discusses explicit and implicit learning of languages in a 
communicative situation, and states that explicit learning happens when the learner struggles 
to convey the message; explicit strategies are then employed in order to cope in the situation. 
Consequently, implicit learning takes place in situations when communication is fluent, thus 
the learner is unaware of the learning process. 
  
In addition, these two types of knowledge have an important effect on language production in 
the context of transfer. In his study on reverse transfer from L2 to L1, Jarvis (2003: 100) 
found that the effects of transfer are more prominent when the spontaneity of the situation 
demands the use of implicit knowledge; consequently, when the situation allows the use of 
explicit knowledge, there is less transfer. This stance is also supported by Ringbom (2007: 
69), who argues that as speakers prioritize communicativeness over grammaticality, errors 
tend to be more frequent in spoken situations. The present study makes use of these findings 
and accounts for the roles which explicit and implicit knowledge have in the domains of 
written and spoken interaction. In other words, it is likely that the written corpus data in this 
study reveals less errors compared to the spoken data, as the situation allows the subject to 
reconsider the final product. Consequently, the spoken data should prove more fruitful for the 
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qualitative analysis of these errors, as it should involve more use of implicit knowledge. 
However, in complicated communicative situations, explicit learning may occur, which could 
be seen as self-corrections or reformations of phrases or sentences in an attempt to get the 
message across.  
 
3.5 Bridges between UG and transfer 
Although the universalist theories and transfer theories represent two quite different points of 
view and are partially in conflict with each other, there have been various attempts to unify 
the accounts on second language acquisition mechanisms. Chomsky himself (1981: 3) 
suspected that 'many of the most productive ideas are in fact shared by what appear to be 
quite different approaches'. These matters have later been discussed by White (1992: 218-
220), who claims that the concepts of UG can be used to explain transfer and the differences 
between L1 and L2 acquisition, creating a unified theoretical framework of SLA. As 
explained in 2.1., in the UG theory, different sets of parameter settings create different 
languages. White (1992: 219) suggests that transfer arises from the differences between these 
settings; when two languages have a shared parameter setting, this leads to positive transfer. 
Subsequently, negative transfer occurs when these settings do not match. In reference to the 
debate whether UG is still available in L2 acquisition, White (1992: 228) adds that the L1 
parameter settings are in any case applied to the L2, and the question is whether or not the 
learner can reset their values to match the L2 settings.  
 
Later, Schwartz and Sprouse (1996: 41) presented the Full Transfer/Full Access (FT/FA) 
hypothesis, which centers around the idea that the L2 learner begins the language acquisition 
process by transferring the entirety of the L1 grammar to the L2; the conception is similar to 
that presented by White (1992: 228). Over time and exposure to the L2, the learner 
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restructures the L1 grammar to match the settings of the L2, which is possible due to the full 
access to UG. Between the initial state of the transferred L1 grammar and the final state of the 
acquired L2 grammar, the learner reaches various stages of distinct interlanguages, each of 
which, according to Schwartz and Sprouse (1996: 41), can be viewed as having their own 
grammatical system. Schwartz and Sprouse (1996: 42) also believe that the learner may never 
be able to fully acquire the L2 grammar, or, in UG terminology, reset all the parameters 
correctly, which, in transfer terminology, could be seen as negative transfer. 
 
These are of course very intriguing proposals; even so, it is open to question as to what is 
achieved by explaining transfer in UG terminology. These two theories are still based on two 
entirely different assumptions: that language is learned from the environment, or that 
language is innate. Merging the theories would be likely to cause unnecessary confusion and 
complicate the explanations for different SLA phenomena. 
 
3.6 Morphemes in SLA research and morphological congruency 
As section 2.3. introduced the universalist stand on morpheme acquisition, it is appropriate to 
end this chapter by presenting an opposing theory on morpheme acquisition in the framework 
of language transfer. The theory of morphological congruency and the morphological 
congruency hypothesis was proposed by Jiang et al. (2011), and it functions as a basis for the 
first hypothesis in this study. In short, the theory entails that the similar use of morphological 
structures to express a meaning between two languages facilitates the learning process, and 
vice versa. This section includes a detailed account of the morphological congruency 
hypothesis. Preceding this, however, is a more general overview of morpheme studies in the 
transfer framework.   
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As indicated by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 92), morphology is a neglected feature in transfer 
research, since morphemes have previously been considered impervious to transfer. As 
illustrated above, morpheme studies in the context of SLA have yielded little more than 
attempts to provide universal patterns of acquisition, based on the assumption that language 
learning is guided by biological mechanisms common to all human beings. 
 
Only recently have morphemes become associated with transfer as well (Jarvis and Pavlenko 
2008: 92). For example, Jarvis and Odlin (2000) studied the impact of the L1 in the case of 
English morpheme acquisition by Finnish and Swedish-speaking Finns, and found that their 
use of prepositions differ in a way that is attributable to the L1 features. When writing a 
narrative on the same events, the two learner groups chose different spatial prepositions, and 
these prepositions were found to have a strong semantic connection with the corresponding 
native language morphology (Jarvis and Odlin 2000: 550). In addition, Meriläinen (2010) 
conducted a rigorous analysis of the usage of English prepositions by Finnish learners, and 
found that their erroneous usage or omission was in many cases attributable to the L1 
influence (2010: 163-187).  
 
The problems in the natural order hypotheses have been addressed in an article by Luk and 
Shirai (2009), where a collection of recent studies on groups of ESL-learners from different 
native language backgrounds were compared in order to test the following hypothesis: 
 
[T]he ease (or difficulty) in acquiring a certain grammatical morpheme is highly related to whether 
the morpheme in the target language is semantically and structurally similar to the corresponding 
morpheme in the learner’s L1 and that the absence of a grammatical morpheme in the learner’s L1 
will pose great difficulty for the learner in acquiring that morpheme in the target language. 
 
The results of these studies were in turn compared with the order proposed by Krashen (1977, 
as cited in Luk and Shirai 2009: 723). As pointed out by Luk and Shirai (2009: 722), this 
 20 
universal order is still applied in second language instruction, despite its obvious weaknesses, 
as there is little research done on the subject of morphology in second language acquisition. 
The results of the studies presented by Luk and Shirai (2009: 731) suggest a high native 
language influence on the acquisition order of morphemes in English. For example, whereas 
the universal order of acquisition suggests plural –s to be among the first acquired morphemes, 
most of the studies agreed that for Japanese learners this was among the latest ones to be 
acquired. One of the studies (Makino 1979, as cited in Luk and Shirai 2009: 730), showed 
little L1 influence in morpheme acquisition, but the result was considered to be influenced by 
the test conditions; unlike the studies that showed high L1 influence, this study employed a 
written grammar test, where the participant's explicit knowledge portrayed a much greater 
role compared to oral tests. As stated by Jiang et al. (2011: 945), explicit knowledge is a 
major factor when the situation allows for the subject to take time to retrieve information 
from memory. This is why it is important to study both written and spoken production, so that 
the influence of explicit knowledge can be accounted for. 
 
A relevant concept in morpheme studies in the SLA framework is that of morphological 
congruency, which has been suggested to be the source of either positive or negative transfer 
in morpheme acquisition. Jiang et al. (2011: 942) define morphological congruency as 
follows: 
 
While learning an L2, a learner may have to learn a grammatical morpheme that does or does not 
have a counterpart in his or her first language (L1). Such crosslinguistic relationships in 
morphological marking can be described as involving differing levels of morphological 
congruency. […] Morphological congruency always refers specifically to a particular morpheme, 
rather than two languages in general. 
   
 
Following this definition, two languages can be labeled as either morphologically congruent 
or morphologically incongruent. Morphologically congruent languages both use morphemes 
to indicate a certain meaning, such as possession. In contrast, morphologically incongruent 
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languages differ from each other in that one expresses a meaning morphologically while the 
other does not. Note that the two languages can be morphologically congruent in one 
morpheme while still being morphologically incongruent in another (ibid.). 
 
This classification can be directly applied to second language acquisition. Jiang et al. (2011: 
943) put forward a proposal which they call the morphological congruency hypothesis. 
According to this hypothesis, the learners whose L1 is morphologically congruent with the 
target language will find it less difficult to acquire the congruent morpheme than those 
learners whose L1 is morphologically incongruent as regards to the target language. Jiang et 
al. (2011: 943) even suggest that acquiring a native-like competence in the use of a foreign 
language morpheme is impossible for speakers of other than morphologically congruent 
languages. 
 
In contrast to the present study, this hypothesis is based on the reception of language rather 
than production. As their research method, Jiang et al. (2011: 944-945) employed self-paced 
reading tests, where the subject read both grammatically correct and incorrect sentences. A 
delay in reading the incorrect sentence was interpreted as automatic sensitivity to errors of 
that type. The justification for the use of this particular method was explained by the need to 
eliminate the influence of explicit knowledge. The error type under examination were plural 
errors, and the Japanese participants showed little sensitivity to these errors (Jiang et al. 2011: 
955). This study will attempt to contribute to these results by testing the hypothesis on 
language production. In addition, as the studies presented here have examined relatively small 
groups of subjects, this study will be of special value due to the vast corpus data used, which 
will enable quantitative analysis and the calculation of statistical significance.  
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It is also to be noted that the morphological congruency hypothesis does not account for the 
role of conceptual transfer in the acquisition of L2 morphology, which is another point of 
interest in this study. In the next chapter, the focus will shift to conceptual aspects of transfer. 
However, the basic mechanism of morpheme acquisition still remains as was described in this 
chapter; the information in chapter 4 merely adds another aspect to what has been learned 
from this chapter, and is not in conflict with other transfer theories. 
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4. Cognitive aspects of transfer 
 
Traditionally, language transfer has been explained in purely linguistic terms. In other words, 
transfer has been assumed to occur because of differences in linguistic structures between two 
languages (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 116). An example of such a theoretical account is the 
morphological congruency hypothesis above. While research on this aspect of transfer is, of 
course, important and valid, it is only the tip of the iceberg, and it is worthwhile to broaden 
the traditional view to include the cognitive aspect of the phenomenon. 
 
This chapter introduces the phenomenon of conceptual transfer, which is the recently born 
concept that combines transfer theories, some of which have been presented above, with the 
traditional field of linguistic relativity, which has its roots in anthropological research by, for 
example, Sapir, Whorf, Boas and Humboldt (Gumperz and Levinson 1996: 1). Odlin (2008: 
306) describes the phenomenon concisely as 'cross-linguistic influence involving relativistic 
effects'. There is a relatively small amount of research done on the subject, although the 
connections between linguistic relativity and transfer have been recognized before (see, for 
example, Odlin 1989: 71-72). 
 
The chapter begins with a brief introduction of linguistic relativity and its history, moving on 
to the connective factors between linguistic relativity and transfer. Next, the focus shifts to 
conceptual transfer, including definitions of concept and a suggested methodology for 
studying the phenomenon. The last section introduces the concept of entrenchment, which, in 
this context, has a positive effect on the acquisition of certain expressions. 
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4.1 Linguistic relativity  
The linguistic relativity proposal is based on the idea that language affects thinking. Whorf 
(1956: 214), who is one of the most influential researchers behind the theory, suggested that 
the observer's linguistic background constrains the world view; consequently, speakers from 
different linguistic backgrounds arrive at distinct interpretations of the same objects or events. 
Whorf (ibid.) also emphasized that these differences may not seem significant when 
comparing cultures that have developed in close contact to each other, but are highlighted in 
the comparative analysis of more distanced cultures. To provide an example directly relevant 
to this study, there are visible cultural differences between the English speakers and the 
Spanish, and an even greater contrast when comparing these two Western cultures to the 
Japanese. These differences are reflected in language, which is the tool for making sense of 
the surrounding world. This is elaborated as follows (Whorf 1956: 221): 
 
From this fact proceeds what I have called the "linguistic relativity principle," which means, in 
informal terms, that users of markedly different grammars are pointed by their grammars towards 
different types of observations and different evaluations of externally similar acts of observation, 
and hence are not equivalent as observers, but must arrive at somewhat different views of the 
world. 
 
In addition to Whorf's account, there are many other formulations of the linguistic relativity 
principle, of which Lucy (1997: 294) has provided a convenient summary of the key elements 
shared by all these proposals: 'They all claim that certain properties of a given language have 
consequences for patterns of thought about reality.' How extensive the consequences, what 
patterns of thought are affected, and what the nature of reality is, are subjects to variation 
across different theories. Furthermore, Lucy (ibid.) presents two relations that link these key 
elements: 'Language embodies an interpretation of reality and language can influence thought 
about that reality.' In each theory, the interpretation of reality is taken to be particular to the 
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language and culture in question, while the mechanisms and degree of the influence of 
language varies. 
 
According to Whorf (1956: 156), language places strong limits on the development of cultural 
norms, whereas the effect of culture on language is minimal. However, because of its 
restrictiveness, this view has become less popular among researchers. The trend is towards a 
more universalist view; as stated by Gumperz and Levinson (1996: 7), research on language 
universals has allowed comparison between languages even without the deep understanding 
of the individual linguistic and cultural systems. Nevertheless, this research draws upon the 
material that has its origins in Whorf's linguistic relativity principle, and attempts to move 
away from the overgeneralized view of language promoted by universalists. 
 
Thinking is a cognitive phenomenon, thus the linguistic relativity hypothesis creates a strong 
link between language and cognition. In cognitive linguistics terminology, Whorf's theory 
suggests that structural differences between languages reflect different construals of the same 
situation (Gumperz and Levinson 1996: 7), i.e. highlight different aspects of the same reality. 
There is some debate, however, as to what extent these construals differ across cultures, and 
whether there are significant universal patterns in constructing the world. There is a peculiar 
link here with the theory of Universal Grammar presented above, considering that both 
theories put a strong emphasis on cognition and the brain; however, the linguistic relativity 
hypothesis, while not entirely rejecting the existence of universals, represents an opposing 
view by suggesting that language is a culture-dependent rather than a biological phenomenon. 
 
On the other hand, even Chomsky (1981: 4) himself has acknowledged the power of human 
experience and external evidence on the UG parameter settings; however, according to him, 
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while the consequences of such experience may appear diverse, the effect is, in reality, 
minimal when examining the sets of parameters affected. This claim is based on the 
distinction between grammar and language, which is explained by Chomsky (ibid.) as 
follows: 
 
Note that the central concept throughout is "grammar," not "language." The latter is derivative, at a 
higher level of abstraction from actual neural mechanisms. 
 
However, without the actual neurological evidence to support these claims, the nature of the 
theory is purely philosophical. Albeit neurological evidence on language universals would no 
doubt yield important results, the material linguists now have at hand is the abstract surface 
structure, language. The most fruitful results at the moment can be derived from the study of 
the structure, which can be then used to draw conclusions on the processes inside the human 
mind. However, no definitive results can be claimed to be based on neural mechanisms if the 
study of these mechanisms is, in reality, beyond our reach. 
 
4.2 Linguistic relativity in second language acquisition 
Slobin (1996: 76) employed the story-telling method to examine how children with different 
native languages describe the same events shown to them in pictures, and used it to find 
evidence for the phenomenon he named thinking for speaking, specifying the central concepts 
of thought and language in linguistic relativity theories. According to this theory (ibid.), 'the 
activity of thinking takes on a particular quality when it is employed in the activity of 
speaking.' It 'involves picking those characteristics of objects and events that (a) fit some 
conceptualization of the event, and (b) are readily encodable in the language.' In his study, 
Slobin (1996: 81) found that speakers of different languages emphasize different aspects of 
events. 
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Slobin (1996: 89) also used the results to explain the same phenomena which are in the center 
of transfer studies: the difficulty or facility of second language acquisition. However, the 
point where the present study separates from Slobin's (1996: 91) reasoning, is where the latter 
claims that, in addition to cross-linguistic similarities, the ability of perceiving or otherwise 
experiencing a grammaticized category functions as a facilitator in L2 acquisition. For 
example, as plurality can be directly perceived, it would not be especially challenging to 
acquire the plural marker even if the native language lacked such a feature. This study, 
following the morphological congruency hypothesis, claims that it is indeed the grammar of 
the L1 which, having shaped the learner's thinking in accordance to the native language norms, 
directs the acquisition of the L2. 
 
In his seminal work on linguistic relativity, Whorf (1956: 224-225) also discussed the 
difficulties learners have when acquiring a foreign language, suggesting there is a "binding 
power" that the native language holds over the learner, making it very cumbersome to reach a 
native-like level in another language. However, he believed that with appropriate methods, 
involving the conscious understanding of the L1 structures before acquiring the L2 structures, 
the L2 could not only be fluently acquired but in significantly less time compared to 
traditional methods. This idea still lives today; for example, Odlin (2008: 333), albeit not 
adopting a definitive stance on the matter, believes that knowledge of these obstacles can 
indeed help in overcoming them. 
 
As an established linguistic theory, the linguistic relativity hypothesis offers a strong base for 
further research. A relevant extension to this is the theory of conceptual transfer, which 
carries the traditional concept of transfer from the linguistic domain over to the cognitive 
domain (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 23). However, as Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 16) explain, 
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there is little research done on the subject, although there clearly exists a link between 
linguistic relativity and language transfer. Their co-authored book is an attempt to provide an 
extensive account of the phenomenon, giving detailed reviews of studies on both linguistic 
and conceptual transfer. 
 
4.3 Conceptual transfer 
As previously mentioned, conceptual transfer and linguistic transfer both essentially refer to 
the same event, the transfer of an L1 structure to the production of an L2 structure, which 
involves the creation of mental links between these two structures. The differentiating factor 
is the cognitive level where transfer occurs. Linguistic transfer occurs at the linguistic level; 
the learner recalls the L1 structure and applies it to the L2. Conceptual transfer, on the other 
hand, occurs at the conceptual level; the learner is more familiar with the meaning of the L1 
concept, and ascribes this meaning to the L2 structure involving a similar concept (Jarvis and 
Pavlenko 2008: 23). It is also possible that these two types of transfer occur simultaneously 
(ibid.), but it is quite difficult to determine from the produced form only as to which cognitive 
level is affected. 
 
In the discussion of conceptual transfer, the term concept must be defined. Following Croft 
and Cruse's definition (2004: 7), concept is a unit of meaning which typically has a linguistic 
form to represent it. However, concept is not the same as linguistic structure, seeing that the 
term concept involves the mental representations as well, which are not seen as belonging to 
linguistic structure. In addition, concepts can be linked to each other although the linguistic 
forms that represent them are not linked in any way. For example, the words restaurant and 
waiter have a strong conceptual link between them although they lack a structural semantic 
link; the conceptual link stems from human experience. 
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This also shows in Jarvis and Pavlenko's (2008: 113) differentiation between language-
independent and language-mediated concepts. Language-independent concepts have no 
linguistic form to represent them, which highlights the mental nature of concept. Following 
the definition by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 115), language-mediated concepts are 
 
multi-modal representations that develop in the process of language socialization, sensitize 
speakers of particular languages to particular conceptual distinctions, and allow them to perform 
naming, identification, comprehension, and inferencing tasks along similar lines.  
 
Language-mediated concepts can be further divided into lexicalized concepts and 
grammaticized concepts, of which the latter are of special interest to the present study. These 
include concepts that are linked to morphosyntactic categories, such as number marking, 
which is the feature presently studied. Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 118) also link conceptual 
representations to implicit knowledge, and as implicit knowledge is known to be used in more 
spontaneous situations (see 3.4.), it is likely that conceptual transfer will affect the spoken 
production of L2 learners. 
 
A relevant example of a potential locus of conceptual transfer, more specifically transfer of 
the grammaticized concept of number, is the way in which Japanese and English express 
grammatical number. Japanese is a classifier language, where objects are classified by, for 
example, their shape, and no distinction between one item or multiple is made. English, as a 
noun class language, divides nouns into count nouns and mass nouns, and plurality is 
expressed by adding a morpheme (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 136). Therefore, it may be 
difficult for a speaker of a classifier language to make number distinctions, which shows as 
erroneously formed plurals in the English produced by Japanese learners (Jarvis and Pavlenko 
2008: 138). 
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It is often difficult to conclude whether transfer in a case such as this originates from the 
concept or the structure in the L1. However, a study by Yoon (1993) suggests there is a 
significant difference in the perception of noun countability between Japanese learners of 
English and native speakers of English, which seems to support the conceptual nature of 
transfer in the case illustrated above. The study was based on the observation that 
grammatical description of Japanese nouns ignore the distinction between count and noncount 
nouns, and in number marking, attention is paid to the shape, size or nature of the object. 
Thus, it is relevant to question whether Japanese perceive nouns in terms of countability 
(Yoon 1993: 273). The results showed that there was only a 14 % agreement between the 
native English speakers and the Japanese learners of English as to which nouns were 
countable (Yoon 1993: 277). This study did not directly address the problem of transfer, 
therefore it is important to conduct a study where occurrences of transfer are recognized and 
studied in the conceptual context. 
 
Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 121-122) also deliver an elaborate discussion on the subtle 
difference between semantic and conceptual transfer. In short, semantic transfer is claimed to 
arise from different links between concepts and words in the two languages, for example in 
cases where a word in L1 is homonymous and the learner chooses the wrong meaning to 
translate to L2; conceptual transfer, on the other hand, involves the inability to understand the 
L2 concept due to the 'inadequate knowledge of the contents of the conceptual category' 
(Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 122), leading to the erroneous use of a word, or in the case of 
morphological transfer, a morpheme. However, Jarvis (2000: 21) has also expressed his 
doubts about the necessity of such a categorization, as most researchers understand the term 
semantic to involve conceptual aspects as well. Furthermore, Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 122) 
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note that conceptual transfer always includes semantic aspects. In the light of this discussion, 
the present study will disregard the differentiation between semantic and conceptual transfer, 
and use the term conceptual transfer to account for both of these phenomena. 
 
As previously mentioned, conceptual transfer is a neglected area of study. One explanation 
for this is the interdisciplinary nature of the research required to conduct an extensive study, 
as today researchers are increasingly specializing on a single subject (Lucy 1997: 294). 
Furthermore, Gumperz and Levinson (1997: 29) promote the inclusion of language-
independent explorations of relevant aspects of cognition, which is a challenging concept to 
grasp, let alone to study. 
 
The scope of this study does not allow the use of interdisciplinary methods or the examination 
of language-independent aspects of cognition. However, attention is paid to the overall 
context of occurrences of transfer, and to any indications of more than purely structural 
sources for transfer. 
 
4.4 Entrenchment 
In their usage-based model of morphology, Croft and Cruse (2004: 292) explain the concept 
of entrenchment, which was first explored by Langacker (1987: 59-60). This theory suggests 
that the phrases that are most frequently used in a language, thus most often heard by the 
learner, become entrenched. In other words, the phrases are stored as independent units, and 
can be used as such, without the need to use grammatical knowledge of, for example, plural 
noun formation. In the following discussion, I will use Croft and Cruse's (2004: 292-293) 
term schema, which is essentially synonymous with rule of formation. 
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For instance, plural nouns are regularly stored as two separate grammatical units, the base 
form and the noun plural schema which involves the addition of the morpheme –s. However, 
in the example case (Croft and Cruse 2004: 292-293) of the plural noun boys, which is often 
used in its plural form, the phrase is stored as a single unit instead of two separate units. In 
contrast, the plural noun cornices will most likely be stored as two separate grammatical units, 
as it is less often repeated in its plural form. Croft and Cruse (2004: 293) also discuss 
irregular plural forms, which are always stored as single units as they do not adhere to any 
regular schema. Due to this, their fluent use requires entrenchment. Croft and Cruse (ibid.) 
also state that if an irregular form is not used frequently enough, the regular schema will be 
applied. 
 
Langacker (1987: 59) emphasizes that with every repeated instance of a certain phrase the 
entrenchment becomes stronger. Entrenchment should be likely to have a positive effect on 
the production of certain commonly occurring plural forms in learner language, as a single 
unit is easier and quicker to process.  
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5. An overview of plural markings in English, Japanese and Spanish 
 
As the aim of the study is to account for the influence of the learner's first language into the 
acquisition of the second language structures, it is essential to examine the structures of both 
the L2 being acquired, which, in this case, is English, and the L1 that is the source of the 
possible influence. This chapter provides a brief outlook over the plural noun structures in 
English, Japanese and Spanish. The different grammars are compared and any similarities to 
the target language are pointed out, as these might have a positive effect on the learner's 
ability to acquire the L2. 
 
5.1 English 
This study makes comparisons between the performances of Japanese and Spanish learners of 
English. The former represents an incongruent group as regards to the plural morpheme, and 
the latter is a congruent group, functioning as a comparative variable. As described by Biber 
et al. (2009: 78), the majority of nouns in English express plurality by the addition of the 
inflectional morpheme –s or –es. The latter is used to facilitate pronunciation when the noun 
ends in consonants s, z, x, sh, or ch. The change in number also affects the determiners in the 
noun phrase and verbs that are linked to the head noun. 
 
(1)  This cat purrs. 
(2)  These cats purr. 
 
Numerals can also function as determiners, and, aside from one, they are linked with plural 
noun heads. In English, the numeral can directly modify the head noun, with the exception of 
plural numeral nouns (Biber et al. 2009: 63). These are plural forms of precise numbers, such 
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as hundreds, dozens, and thousands, and are used to express indefinitely large numbers. These, 
like other package nouns, are followed by of-phrases (Biber et al. 2009: 60) rather than the 
plural noun head on its own. A more general example of package nouns is the quantifying 
noun, which can appear in both singular and plural form; in addition, the following head noun 
may be either plural or uncountable. Plural numeral nouns are exceptions in the group of 
package nouns, as only their plural forms are used in the production of these expressions, and 
the following head noun also occurs in its plural form only. Examples of a numeral 
determiner, a plural numeral noun phrase, and a quantifying noun phrase are presented in the 
following. 
 
(3) five soldiers 
(4) hundreds of soldiers 
(5) a cup of coffee – three cups of coffee 
 
Yet another noteworthy class of package nouns are species nouns, which refer to the type of 
something (Biber et al. 2009: 64). They can often appear in either singular or plural forms, 
and it is largely dependent on the context as to which choice is more natural, if not equally so. 
However, any determiners and verbs still have to agree with the number of the species noun, 
but not necessarily with the head noun defined by it. An example is presented below. 
 
(6) This kind of (a) car is very reliable. 
(7) These kinds of car(s) are very reliable. 
 
The above examples illustrated different cases of regular plural use. Besides these, there are 
also irregular plural forms in English (Biber et al. 2009: 78), where the change from singular 
 35 
to plural is expressed in some other way than the addition of the morpheme –(e)s; for example, 
the plural for man is men. In some cases, the noun appears in the exact same form in both 
plural and singular, such as fish and sheep. These are called zero plurals (Biber et al. 2009: 
79), and they are a point of interest in the next section, where they will be briefly compared 
with the Japanese plural formation. Irregular plurals will not be included in the quantitative 
part of this study, as they follow different rules of formation and thus cannot be used to draw 
conclusions on morphological congruency. However, any relevant data on irregular plurals in 
the learner corpora will be included in the qualitative analysis. 
 
5.2 Japanese 
In contrast to English, Japanese does not generally mark plurality. As previously mentioned, 
Japanese is a classifier language lacking mass distinction; the emphasis, as far as nouns are 
concerned, is on the type, shape or size of the described object(s), rather than the number 
(Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 136). According to Iwasaki (2002: 53) 'Japanese does not indicate 
grammatical numbers in nouns (there is no distinction between the singular 'dog' and the 
plural 'dogs'), but make use of classifiers when such a distinction must be made'. These 
classifying expressions somewhat resemble the package nouns in English (examples 4 and 5), 
consisting of a numeral phrase, the genitive case particle no, and the head noun. Unlike in 
English, the head noun has no separate plural form. There are numerous classifiers, which are 
categorized according to the meaning of the noun which they classify. For instance, there are 
classifiers for animate objects, and further for humans and non-humans (Iwasaki 2002: 53). 
The following is an example of a numeric phrase in Japanese (Iwasaki 2002: 55). 
 
 (8) go-nin no heeshi 
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In the above phrase, which translates as "five soldiers", go is the number, nin is the classifier 
for humans, and the head noun heeshi appears in the same form as it would if it were a 
singular noun. The classifier is not included in the English translation, as there is no such 
structure in the English language. No is the case particle used for expressing possession, and 
in this case, it binds the phrase together, thus having a similar function as the particle of in the 
English package nouns. A good example of a direct translation with an attempt to convey the 
exact nature of the phrase would be the following: "five people of the soldier kind". 
 
In addition to classifiers, Japanese also makes use of qualifiers, much in the same way as 
English (example 5). However, whereas the numeral would precede the quantifying noun in 
English, in Japanese the order is reversed. Thus, the phrase 'two glasses of water' would 
translate as follows (Iwasaki 2002: 55): 
 
(9) koppu ni-hai no mizu 
 
Here, the quantifier hai is used in expressing the number of koppu, glasses (Iwasaki 2002: 54). 
The difference to English is, in addition to the word order, the additional quantifier. On the 
other hand, if the quantifier hai already indicates the properties of a container for liquid, it 
could be argued whether the initial noun koppu is even necessary, as the English speaker is 
used to quantifiers that express the specific nature of the container. However, the quantifiers 
in Japanese apply to broader categories of entities, thus the exact noun is necessary if the 
speaker wants to differentiate between, for example, a glass or a cup. 
 
While the basic numeric phrases and the quantifying expressions are quite different when 
comparing Japanese to English, it might be enlightening to compare the English package 
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noun phrases to the Japanese numeric phrases, and think of the classifier as the equivalent for 
the English package nouns. However, it must be remembered that while, in English, the noun 
following a package noun is very often in plural form, the Japanese head noun only has one 
written form for both singular and plural concepts, similar to the appearance of the English 
zero plurals mentioned in the previous section; however, the English speaker, accustomed to 
separating singular and plural concepts, often perceives the difference between singular sheep 
and plural sheep, interpreting the meaning from the context. In contrast, even using the terms 
singular and plural to describe the Japanese noun phrase is quite problematic, as the noun in 
itself does not clearly possess the qualities of either a singular or a plural entity.  
 
5.3 Spanish 
Compared with English, Spanish presents a much simpler case as regards to the concept and 
formation of plural. In Spanish, plurality is also expressed by adding an inflectional 
morpheme to the singular noun. Identical to English, this morpheme is either –s or –es, 
depending on whether the head noun ends with a vowel or a consonant. The difference to 
English is the wider use of the morpheme –es, as in English it is only used when the noun 
ends in certain consonants. In Spanish (Martín 2007: 20), the morpheme –s is systematically 
used for nouns ending in a vowel, and –es for those ending in a consonant. For example, 
 
(10) el apartamento – los apartamentos 
(11) el tren – los trenes 
 
There are also some exceptions to this rule (Martín 2007: 20-21), and two of them are directly 
relevant here. First, plural forms of nouns ending in accented vowels –í or –ú are created by 
adding the morpheme –es, as in the following example. Second, nouns ending in the 
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consonant s are not inflected but remain in their singular form, except in cases where the final 
consonant s is preceded by an accented vowel. In these cases, the morpheme used is –es. 
Examples concerning nouns ending in s are presented below. Note that, in example (13), the 
accent disappears in the plural form. 
 
(12) el lunes – los lunes 
(13) el autobús – los autobuses 
 
There is one major difference between the Spanish and the English plural formation, which, 
although not directly relevant when examining plural nouns, can have an influence on the 
plural formation by the Spanish learners of English: all adjectives defining the head noun 
must agree with the noun in terms of number and gender (Martín 2007: 32). While adjectives 
in English do not have a plural form, in Spanish the plural adjectives are inflected according 
to the same rules that apply to nouns (ibid.). Consider the following example. 
 
(14) el apartamento moderno – los apartamentos modernos 
 
Nevertheless, the two languages are still clearly congruent with regards to the plural 
morpheme, as both use a morpheme to express plurality. In the qualitative analysis of the 
Spanish results, it is possible to examine whether the adjective agreement rule has an impact 
on the performance of the Spanish learners. As to the main concern of the study, which is the 
morphological congruency hypothesis, it will be possible to discover whether morphological 
congruency has a significant effect on the acquisition of the English plural morpheme by 
comparing the performances of the incongruent group, the Japanese, to those of the Spanish.  
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6. Methodology 
 
6.1 Aims 
In the light of the above discussion, this study holds the view that the learner's L1 has an 
influence on the acquisition process of the L2; in other words, transfer occurs. The aim of the 
study is to lend support to this theory, and more specifically, to the morphological congruency 
hypothesis (Jiang et al. 2011) presented in section 3.6. It is important to advocate this issue, 
as opposed to the universalist models, in order to promote the idea that learners need 
instruction which takes their individual learner profiles into account. It is unfavorable for the 
learner if the instructor presupposes a uniform ability to acquire different features regardless 
of the learner's mother tongue or other previously learned languages. As suggested by Whorf 
(1956: 225), the "binding power" of the L1 can be overcome by appropriate instruction. 
However, this is only possible if the "binding power" is recognized.  
 
In addition to linguistic aspects of transfer, such as the morphological congruency hypothesis, 
this study attempts to recognize any indications for the conceptual origins of the phenomenon. 
Most studies on transfer are content with explaining the phenomenon as a result of different 
linguistic structures; however, as illustrated in section 4.3, it is possible that transfer stems 
from conceptual differences as well. Although this study does not involve an examination of 
language-independent aspects of cognition, and thus cannot eliminate the possible coexistence 
of linguistic transfer, this possibility deserves an extensive discussion. 
 
The L2 in this study is English, and the two first languages studied and compared here are 
Japanese and Spanish. The point of focus is the acquisition of the English plural morpheme –s. 
As the Japanese learner group represents a morphologically incongruent group as regards to 
the plural morpheme, their performance will be particularly interesting for this study. As a 
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morphologically congruent group, the Spanish learners function as a comparative variable in 
order to establish the significance of the results.  
 
The study is corpus-based, and the material includes both written and spoken learner corpora. 
The learners are between higher intermediate and advanced levels of proficiency. As the 
morphological congruency hypothesis involves the claim that the acquisition of an 
incongruent morpheme may be beyond reach for the learner (Jiang et al. 2011: 934), it is 
fitting that the learners have reached such a high level of proficiency. Thus, it can be argued 
that if the acquisition of the plural morpheme is still incomplete, it will be unlikely to happen, 
unless, of course, proper instruction is given. At the very least, this can disprove the claim 
that the plural morpheme is among the first ones to be acquired, which is the universalist 
stance discussed in section 2.3. 
 
The research questions are as follows. First, is the performance of the morphologically 
incongruent group inferior to that of the congruent group? Second, are there any indications, 
when examining the context of possible errors, that the conceptual structure of the L1 may be 
the cause for errors in the production of the L2? The former question will be answered by 
quantitative methods of analysis; the latter question requires a more qualitative approach.  
 
My first hypothesis is that, in light of the research conducted by Jiang et al. (2011) and the 
studies reviewed by Luk and Shirai (2009), the performance of the Japanese learners should 
fall below that of the Spanish. Although there is an extensive array of research suggesting that 
morphemes are acquired in the same order regardless of the learner's language background 
(see, for example, Krashen et al. 1976), the study by Jiang et al. (2011), with subjects at an 
advanced level of proficiency, provides strong evidence for the impact of morphological 
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congruency on the acquisition of English morphemes. However, whereas Jiang et al. studied 
the reception of errors by monitoring reactions to them in self-paced reading tests, the present 
study will focus on the learner's own production of language. 
 
The second hypothesis is that the overall context of the errors, that is the structure of the 
entire sentence, will strongly lean towards a conceptual basis for transfer. In my BA thesis 
(Minkkinen 2013), I found incorrectly formed sentences, the structure of which indicated that 
the entire concept being conveyed by linguistic means was actually understood by the learner 
to be either a singular or an uncountable concept, although the context or the linguistic norms 
of English promoted the plurality of the concept. This hypothesis is based on the evident link 
between the concept of linguistic relativity and transfer (Odlin, 1989: 71, Jarvis and Pavlenko 
2008: 16), which has long been a neglected area of research. Furthermore, following Jarvis 
and Pavlenko's (2008: 118) conclusions on the connection between implicit knowledge and 
conceptual transfer, evidence for conceptual transfer is more likely to be found in the spoken 
interviews, where the spontaneity of the situation demands the use of implicit knowledge. 
 
Lastly, in the qualitative analysis of the results, it is important to account for the effect of 
entrenchment (Croft and Cruse 2004: 292). Thus, the third hypothesis is that certain nouns 
that are frequently used in their plural form have a lower error rate compared to the less 
common plural forms. On the one hand, it would be ideal if these instances could be 
disregarded in the quantitative analysis of the present study, in the same way as irregular 
verbs will be; the focus here is on the acquisition of the plural noun schema, which, as 
demonstrated in section 4.4., is often not applied to frequently occurring plural nouns. On the 
other hand, there is most likely individual variation as to which plural nouns are entrenched 
and which are not; consequently, such a categorization would be impossible to perform, 
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especially on such a large amount of data. Thus, the study will only include a qualitative 
discussion of these instances. 
 
In addition, in the qualitative discussion, the use and impact of explicit and implicit 
knowledge will be assessed. Implicit knowledge is known to be a factor in spontaneous 
situations (Jarvis 2003: 100), which, in the case of incomplete acquisition, can lead to an 
increased amount of errors in language production. On the other hand, explicit learning can be 
expected to happen when the learner consciously struggles to express a meaning in the L2 
(Ellis 2005: 306); this may be manifested as self-corrections in the spoken data. The 
connection between implicit knowledge and conceptual transfer (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 
118) is noteworthy considering the detection of conceptual transfer in the data; it is, thus, 
more likely that the errors in the spoken data arise from conceptual differences rather than 
linguistic forms. 
 
6.2 Methods 
As previously mentioned, the primary methods of this study are corpus-based, with both 
written and spoken learner corpora as the material. These corpora will be searched for 
instances of plural nouns, which will then be classified as either correct or incorrect. Finally, 
the overall performances of the two learner groups will be compared against each other in a 
quantitative manner, and the significance of the results will be determined by statistical 
methods. In order to find plural nouns in the corpora, I will use plural determiners. Because of 
the subject-verb concord in English, all the sentence elements have to be in agreement; that is, 
if a head noun is in plural form, so are any verbs that this noun is a subject of (Biber et al. 
2009: 232). In addition, plurality also affects any determiners which qualify the head noun 
(Biber et al. 2009: 78). A relevant mention, considering the illustration on Spanish grammar 
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in 6.3, is that, in English, adjectives do not have a plural form. As an example of this account, 
compare these two noun phrases, which are singular and plural, respectively: 
 
(15) This book is very heavy. 
(16) These books are very heavy. 
 
Determiners can be divided into three groups; those which occur with singular nouns, those 
which occur with plural nouns, and those which occur with uncountable nouns and are, thus, 
singular determiners (Biber et al. 2009: 65). Some determiners can belong to more than one 
of these groups; however, there are determiners which can only qualify a plural noun head. 
These are most convenient for the purposes of this study, so as to keep the amount of 
irrelevant search results at a minimum. The plural determiners used for the corpus search are 
the two demonstrative determiners these and those, and the quantifying determiners many, 
few, and several. No comparison will be made between the amounts of search results or errors 
found with different determiners, as this would be irrelevant for the study. 
 
Despite the careful selection of these five determiners, they still returned some irrelevant 
results. Some of these were somewhat valuable for the qualitative analysis; however, in the 
quantitative phase they were ignored in order to achieve reliable and comparable results. The 
excluded results could be roughly divided into two categories: some included errors which 
prevented the clear categorization into either correct or incorrect plural forms; and others 
were grammatically correct without a regular plural noun head. The latter was due to the 
multiple roles of these words, which not only function as determiners preceding and 
modifying the head noun, but also have several other functions in different types of sentence 
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structures. These functions will be illustrated below, along with other examples of excluded 
results. 
 
First, the demonstrative determiners these and those can also function as demonstrative 
pronouns, which are not immediately followed by a noun head (Biber et al. 2008: 98). 
Admittedly, these often have a referent noun or multiple nouns somewhere in the context, 
which, the pronoun being in plural form, should also occur in their plural forms. However, it 
would be extremely troublesome and unnecessary to go through the entire context in order to 
find these nouns, as the determiners alone yielded a sufficient amount of data for the purposes 
of this study. Thus, any instances of these and those functioning as demonstrative pronouns 
were omitted, such as 
 
(17) We will see magazines, newspapers, novels, textbooks in English. I enjoy 
looking at these. 
 
(18) At present, degrees related to science are synonym of future, while those 
related to Art and Humanities are considered a waste of time 
 
Similar to these demonstrative expressions, the quantifying determiners many, few and 
several also have a second function as quantifying pronouns (Biber et al. 2008: 100). These 
pronouns can also occur as independent elements in a sentence, such as in the following 
clause where the quantifying pronoun many refers back to a previously mentioned noun 
phrase, thus having an elliptic meaning (ibid.). 
 
(19) and many continue to learn English at High school and University. 
 
These pronouns can also fill the role of a noun phrase on their own, for example, 
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(20) There are quite a few who are troubled with this symptom. 
 
Nevertheless, quantifying pronouns are most commonly followed by the preposition of and a 
definite noun phrase. As seen in the following example (21), when combined with a plural 
quantifier, the following noun phrase should also be in its plural form if it is a countable noun. 
However, the search results mostly yielded cases where the following phrase was actually a 
personal pronoun, as in example 22. Furthermore, the head noun in these cases could be quite 
far away from the quantifying pronoun. As a result, these instances were also omitted so as to 
not cause unnecessary trouble and possible confusion when collecting the data. For the 
purposes of this study, these results might have been relevant, but by keeping to clear-cut 
search criteria, the study is more easily replicable.  
 
(21) Technology has answered many of our questions 
(22) It is a kind of surprise that many of my friends do not read newspaper. 
 
Second, because of their different rules of formation, which do not include the addition of the 
plural morpheme –s, all instances of irregular plurals were also excluded in the quantitative 
analysis. However, a couple of interesting cases were still found, which will be briefly 
discussed in the qualitative analysis. 
 
Although errors are of particular interest to this study, the only directly relevant errors, at least 
when considering the quantitative analysis, are those where a plural noun head is missing the 
plural morpheme –s.  However, as we are dealing with learner corpora, it can be expected that 
other types of errors will also occur, some of which may even prevent any further analysis of 
the sentence. All results which could not be categorized as either correct or incorrect were 
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excluded from the quantitative analysis. Despite this, some of them were more or less 
valuable for the study, especially when considering conceptual transfer, and are hence 
analyzed in the qualitative section.  
 
For example, quite often the determiner itself was incorrectly applied, so that it either failed to 
agree with the rest of the sentence in number, or was mistakenly used instead of another 
qualifying expression. Examples of these two cases, in their respective order, are: 
 
(23) We will have to usually exchange these information in English. 
(24) On the one hand this development brought the people many happy 
 
In addition, there were simple typological errors, where, for instance, may was misspelled as 
many. These instances were of no value to the present study. Furthermore, some sentences 
were entirely unintelligible, preventing any kind of analysis, such as 
 
(25) There is not a few that people who always go to abroad every year 
 
Finally, sometimes the determiner was repeated in order to add weight to the message. These 
instances were only counted once in the quantitative analysis. 
 
(26) English should be taught in cheerful atmosphere and we should have many, 
many practices of conversations. 
 
The above examples are derived from the ICLE, which consists of argumentative essays; 
however, the same kinds of errors were also found in the spoken language. In addition, the 
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LINDSEI search returned instances where, due to hesitation or a sudden change of subject, 
the sentence was dropped before the head noun. Below are some examples. 
 
(27) and many … well he killed only one people 
(28) so apart from these … from that point onwards you know that 
(29) you have few you don't have confidence but 
 
The analysis will be performed in two separate phases. First, the results will be analyzed 
quantitatively in order to establish the statistical significance of the possible difference 
between the performances of these two learner groups. The quantitative results will be 
presented as normalized frequencies per 10,000 words, and afterwards, a chi-square test of 
independence will be performed to reveal whether, as hypothesized, the amount of errors 
made by the Japanese learners is significantly higher than that of the Spanish. The qualitative 
phase includes a more detailed analysis of the context and different types of errors, the 
purpose of which is, by analyzing and reconstructing erroneous sentences, to draw 
conclusions on the learner's conceptualization of the plural form in that context. In addition, 
the most common and the least common errors will be presented and analyzed. 
 
6.3 Material 
The research material consists of two learner corpora and their Japanese and Spanish sub-
corpora. The International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) is a written learner language 
corpus, which is composed of mostly argumentative essays, although 21 percent of the essays 
in the Spanish subcorpus are in fact literary essays, for example literature exam papers 
(Granger et al. 2009: 4). The Japanese subcorpus, in its entirety, consists of argumentative 
essays. The size of these two sub-corpora is almost equal (Granger et al. 2009: 25): the 
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Japanese subcorpus contains 366 essays with a total of 198,241 words, while the Spanish 
subcorpus contains only 251 essays, but is still almost equal in length with 198,131 words. 
 
Functioning as a spoken counterpart for the ICLE, The Louvain International Database of 
Spoken English Interlanguage (LINDSEI) is made up of informal but structured interviews 
(Gilquin et al. 2010: 3). The Japanese subcorpus of the LINDSEI consists of 51 interviews 
and a total of 56,239 words, while the Spanish subcorpus has 50 interviews with a slightly 
higher word count of 84,749 (Gilquin et al. 2010: 23). However, these word counts also 
include the interviewer's turns, where the proficiency level is most likely higher than the 
learner's; especially in the case of the Spanish subcorpus where the interviewers are all native 
speakers of English. This issue will be discussed below, along with other important points 
concerning the limitations of the material. 
 
It is relevant to acknowledge the differences between the Japanese and the Spanish learners as 
regards to their learner backgrounds and the status of English in Japan and Spain. The 
following information is derived from the ICLE manual (Granger et al. 2009), but due to their 
sociological nature, these facts apply to the spoken corpus material as well. According to 
Ikegami and Kaneko (2009: 186-189), there has been a possibility to study English in 
elementary school since 1998, but it is not a compulsory subject until secondary school. 
Ikegami and Kaneko (2009: 190) note that although all university students usually take an 
English course, this, in reality, consists of one English class per week, which they find 
insufficient. However, as the corpus subjects are all students of English (Granger et al. 2009: 
11), this is not directly relevant here, although it does reflect the poor status of English in 
Japan. The Spanish students, on the other hand, study English from the third grade in primary 
school and continue throughout secondary school (Neff et al. 2009: 168). In other words, 
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English is studied for 8 years, from age 8 to age 16. In the Spanish corpora as well, all 
subjects are students of English (Granger et al. 2009: 11). 
 
Most differences between the learners are related to the different statuses of English described 
above, although despite these differences in, for example, the length of English studies, the 
proficiency levels between the two groups are still surprisingly equal. There are no notable 
differences between the Japanese learners in the ICLE and the Japanese learners in the 
LINDSEI, and the same applies to the Spanish learners (Granger et al. 2009: 7-12, Gilquin et 
al. 2010: 32-37). 
 
The average age of the learners is around twenty years in both learner groups, the Japanese 
being slightly younger than the Spanish (ibid.). Although the corpus compilers were 
expecting an advanced level of proficiency (Granger et al. 2009: 11, Gilquin et al. 2010: 10), 
according to a sample rated based on the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEF), the proficiency ranges from higher intermediate to advanced. In the case of 
the Japanese and the Spanish learners, none of the rated samples in either of these two corpora 
reached the CEF level C2. In the ICLE, only 2 of the 20 Japanese samples ranked as high as 
C1, while the Spanish did only slightly better with 8 of 20 reaching the level C1. In the 
LINDSEI, all of the 5 samples of both groups were at the level B2 or lower. This is why the 
Spanish learners were chosen as the comparative group; many of the other learner groups 
reached as high as the level C2, with no samples falling below the level C1 (Granger et al. 
2009: 12, Gilquin et al. 2010: 11), thus decreasing their comparability with the Japanese 
learner group.  
 
 50 
In performing the corpus query, several delimitation options were available. The material for 
this study was delimited to include only those subjects who, aside from their mother tongue, 
had no other languages spoken at home. This was to ensure that the cross-linguistic influence 
in the learner language was from either of these two native languages studied here. In addition, 
to ensure that all language was indeed learner language, the interviewer's turns in the 
LINDSEI were eliminated, and only those of the interviewee were included in the corpus 
search. After this procedure, the word counts for each corpus were 36,710 words in the 
Japanese subcorpus, and 57,924 words in the Spanish counterpart. Furthermore, when the 
same search criteria was applied to the ICLE search, the remaining texts contained 197,251 
words, and 184,812 words, respectively. Other learner-related variables available in the 
corpus query include other foreign languages learnt besides English, and the number of 
months spent in an English-speaking country (Granger et al. 2009: 61). In this study, these 
were not limited, as they do not change the status of the subjects as English as a foreign 
language learners; all learners represented in the ICLE have learned English primarily in a 
classroom setting (Granger et al. 2009: 10). 
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7. Results 
 
7.1 Quantitative results 
The following results relate to the first hypothesis, according to which the performance of the 
Japanese learners falls below that of the Spanish. Table 1 presents the distribution of correctly 
and incorrectly formed plural nouns, which, together with the corresponding figures for the 
Spanish corpora, are used in defining the statistical significance of the results. In addition, to 
enable the comparison between the written and spoken corpora, their normalized frequencies 
per 10,000 are also given. The results are presented separately for each subcorpus, and then 
added together in the last column to display the total distribution of errors for this learner 
group.  
 
Table 1. Japanese sub-corpora 
  
ICLE 
 
LINDSEI 
 
TOTAL 
 
Correct plurals 
 
920 
 
97 
 
1,017 
 
Incorrect plurals 
 
84 
 
36 
 
120 
 
Words in corpus 
 
197,215 
 
36,710 
 
233,961 
 
Normalized frequency 
per 10,000 words 
 
4.3 
 
9.8 
 
5.1 
 
Although the two corpora differ in size, the LINDSEI being almost disappointingly small, 
their total word count is quite sufficient in order to conduct a reliable comparative study 
between the Japanese and the Spanish learner groups. In addition, some comparison between 
the written and the spoken parts of this particular subcorpus can be made by looking at their 
normalized frequencies; the error frequency in the LINDSEI data is almost double when 
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compared to that in the ICLE data. The total error frequency is also quite high, although its 
significance cannot be determined before including the comparative learner group in the 
analysis. This comparison will be performed below. 
 
Next, Table 2 presents the corresponding results for the Spanish sub-corpora. 
Table 2. Spanish sub-corpora 
 
  
ICLE 
 
LINDSEI 
 
TOTAL 
 
Correct plurals 
 
785 
 
117 
 
902 
 
 
Incorrect plurals 
 
21 
 
6 
 
27 
 
Words in corpus 
 
184,812 
 
57,924 
 
242,736 
 
Normalized frequency 
per 10,000 words 
 
1.1 
 
1.0 
 
1.1 
 
As shown in the above table, the normalized frequencies of the errors here are much lower, 
although, quite interestingly, some errors were still found despite the high proficiency level 
and the morphological congruency of this learner group. Another interesting factor is the low 
frequency of errors in the spoken corpus; in the corresponding results for the Japanese 
subcorpus, this number was extremely high compared to the error frequency in the written 
corpus. One factor here may be typological errors in writing, which cannot be differentiated 
from other errors in this case; as these can hardly be considered deficiencies in grammatical 
knowledge, the true figure in the written corpus could actually be much lower. This would 
suggest a much more automatic use of the plural among the Spanish learner group. However, 
there are other explanations as well, which will be analyzed further in the discussion section. 
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Again, there are some differences in the sizes of the sub-corpora; also, when comparing, for 
instance, the word counts in the spoken corpora of both Japanese and Spanish learner groups, 
the Spanish corpus appears to be almost double the size of the Japanese corpus. However, in 
order to provide a general representation of learner language production, the comparative 
analysis is conducted based on the added sums of the written and spoken results. As seen 
from the total word counts of the Japanese and Spanish sub-corpora, these numbers are quite 
equal. 
 
Finally, in Table 3, the total results of the Japanese and Spanish sub-corpora are presented 
side by side, along with the total number of plural nouns found with the determiners which 
were selected as search words. In order to enable the reliable and effortless comparison 
between these two groups, the error amounts are presented as normalized frequencies to 
enable the reliable and effortless comparison between these two groups, although these will 
not be utilized in the chi-square test of independence. 
 
Table 3. Comparative results for Japanese and Spanish corpora 
 
  
Japanese 
 
Spanish 
 
Correct plurals 
 
1,017 
 
902 
 
Incorrect plurals 
 
120 
 
27 
 
Plural forms total 
 
1,137 
 
929 
 
Words in corpus 
 
233,961 
 
242,736 
Normalized frequency per 
10,000 words 
 
5.1 
 
1.1 
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Although the Japanese corpora had a slightly lower word count, the search words yielded 
more relevant results than in the Spanish corpora. However, the difference between the total 
amounts of plural forms found is only about 200 words, which should not compromise the 
reliability of the results, although, in this case, perhaps a more comparable way to present the 
results would have been as error percentages. Nevertheless, the only effect these size 
differences can have here is the slight decrease of the error frequency of the Japanese learner 
group, which, even as it stands here, is very high compared to the Spanish group. 
 
In order to establish the significance of this difference, a chi-square test of independence was 
performed on the values presented in Table 3. According to this, the difference between the 
Japanese and the Spanish groups was very highly significant (x2 = 48.52, df = 1, p < 0.001). 
This confirms the first hypothesis, as the Japanese did indeed not perform as well as the 
Spanish. 
 
7.2 Qualitative results 
Although the quantitative analysis requires a straightforward classification of the results into 
either correctly or incorrectly produced plural forms, there was much variance in the nature of 
errors, not only between learner groups but also within one learner group and their written and 
spoken sub-corpora. In this section, the search results are first categorized into different types 
of errors. This is followed by a more extensive study of the context; in other words, the entire 
sentence where the errors occur is further analyzed in order to, by understanding the learner's 
intended meaning, find indications of conceptual transfer. Finally, some statistical 
information will also be presented regarding, for example, the most common mistakes, and 
the most often correctly formed plural nouns. As the Japanese sub-corpora returned 
significantly more errors, and yielded many different types of them, these results require a 
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more extensive analysis than the Spanish results. Furthermore, the research questions are 
centered on the incongruent group, although, as the congruent group, the Spanish learners 
represent an important point of comparison. 
 
7.2.1 Error types in the Japanese sub-corpora 
The most clear-cut error type which I set out to find in these corpora was the mere omission 
of the plural –s morpheme in a countable noun phrase, the context agreeing with the plural 
form of the determiner. These errors can be linked to the structure of the plural in Japanese, 
more extensively described in 5.2., where the plural noun appears in the same form as in the 
singular. Below are some examples from the Japanese subcorpus of the ICLE. 
 
(30) These acts are clearly piracy. Nevertheless, we are apt to overlook these 
crime. 
(31) I see many advertisement of NOVA or EAON, in the papers, magazines and 
on trains 
(32) His father died a few year ago, so he must work part-time. 
 
In the Japanese subcorpus of the LINDSEI, these types of errors were more prevalent, 
followed by few or no attempts to correct oneself. This is expected in a spoken context, where 
there is little time to formulate the sentence before the actual production. Examples from the 
LINDSEI include the following. 
 
(33) Tokyo is very convenient to live but there are few tree or flower 
(34) I didn't have many English class 
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While these mistakes were quite common, there were others which were not so easily 
classified as either correct or incorrect. For instance, often the plural countable determiner 
was used in conjunction with an uncountable noun, which leads to difficulties in 
interpretation as to whether the intended meaning is countable or uncountable. A closely 
relater error was the over-extension of the plural morpheme rule to include uncountable nouns 
as well. Two examples of both of these error types are in the following. 
 
(35) If I leaned many grammar and vocabulary. I would forget it, soon. 
(36) I was very shocked and considered these criticism. 
(37) People can get many informations from all over the world  
(38) We bury these wastes deep under a ground 
 
Yet another error of this sort was the use of the plural determiner instead of an entirely 
different qualifying expression, such as very in the example below. It is clear that these 
instances are quite irrelevant for the present study, as illustrated in this example, where the 
following word is an adjective instead of a noun. 
 
(39) On the one hand this development brought the people many happy 
 
7.2.2 Context of errors by the Japanese learners 
If we turn our attention into the overall context, which is the entire sentence or sentences 
where the plural error occurs, it becomes more difficult to determine whether the error is 
indeed a plural error, or some other failure in communicating the intended meaning. For 
example, 
 
 57 
(40) These my opinion is based on my experience of studying abroad to Boston. 
(41) Today technology or machine technology have developed and these 
development makes it possible that people can go to foreign countries 
(42) A travel agency is many opportunity to use English 
(43) What we know more many language is very difficult, but it's worth it 
(44) Of course those movie is acted by English. 
 
Yet another point of interest is the occasional inconsistency in the omission or inclusion of the 
plural morpheme. It would be logical that, in a sentence with both correct and incorrect plural 
forms, the correct form would be the one immediately following the determiner, if the 
plurality of the determiner functioned as a reminder for the learner to use a plural form of the 
following noun. This is indeed the case in the following example. 
 
(45) And we have many cities, town, and villages. 
 
However, perhaps even more common were those instances where the noun following the 
determiner was missing the plural morpheme, while those that appeared later in the sentence 
were correctly formed plurals, such as 
 
(46) Today we can see many English word on various things.  
(47) I read many shortened version of famous stories. 
 
Most of the examples presented so far were retrieved from the ICLE data; however, the same 
types of errors were also frequent in the LINDSEI. In addition, there were some errors 
exclusive to the spoken data. First, when studying the spoken corpus, special attention was 
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paid to any instances of self-correction, as this would indicate the use of explicit knowledge; 
however, surprisingly few self-corrections emerged in the data; in contrast, erroneous plural 
forms were often repeated when hesitating. Below are examples of both of these cases. 
 
(48) I met many American Americans at that time  
(49) the leaf leaves turned to many color so it was very beautiful 
(50) those show […] we went to those show for three three days 
 
Second, while irregular plural errors were considered irrelevant in the quantitative analysis, an 
interesting finding is that even some of them were missing their plural form in the spoken 
corpus. 
 
(51) many child who is from many country not only Burma or America the United 
States 
 
Lastly, the most common mistakes in the Japanese data were those that included an attributive 
expression between the determiner and the head noun, such as in the phrases many English 
word, many foreign country, or many American family. The most often correctly formed 
nouns were days, problems, reasons, things, countries, times, cases, and especially in the 
spoken data, friends. As such commonly used nouns, these could very well be entrenched (see 
section 4.4.), which would explain the low error rate. This matter will be further discussed in 
section 8.4.  
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7.2.3 Error types in the Spanish sub-corpora 
To some extent, the errors made by the Spanish learners resembled those of the Japanese 
learners; however, there were significantly less of them in this group, and overall, they were 
easier to interpret, with little or no interference to be found in the context. Similar to the 
Japanese learner group, the most common type of an error was the mere omission of the 
plural morpheme, with the context agreeing in number with the plural determiner, such as 
 
(52) I like those one and the ones I don't like are the the horror movies 
(53) And there are a few soldier who works his or her whole life for the army 
 
Often the errors were incorrectly produced species nouns, such as kind. These nouns are 
followed by the preposition of and the head noun, the type of which they refer to (Biber et al. 
2009: 64). Although the speaker can choose either the singular or the plural form of both the 
species noun and the following noun in the case of countable nouns, these nouns are also 
subject to the number agreement rule: if the determiner is plural, the species noun following it 
also has to occur in its plural form. This is not the case in the following examples from the 
Spanish data. 
 
(54) The first time they watch these kind of scenes they are impressed by them 
(55) These type of words are very difficult to find 
 
In addition, there were some errors with quantifying nouns (Biber et al. 2009: 62), which 
function in a similar manner except for referring to the quantity of the following noun, rather 
than its type. Furthermore, when the quantifying noun is a numeral, it should always be in its 
plural form. This is not the case in 
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(56) It was one of those million of compulsory novels you have to read as a 
student. 
 
An interesting finding, although not directly relevant to the present study, was the over-
extension of the plural morpheme into any attributive expressions between the determiner and 
the head noun. These were exclusive to the Spanish corpora. For example, 
 
(57) In fact, when these excelents students finish their degrees and go to asking 
for a job 
(58) computer information with an amazing speed of resolution, and many others 
utilities. 
(59) against the rain, the storms, the wind, the cold, the wild animals, and many 
others natural elements that threatened their lives. 
 
These errors could be linked to plural formation in Spanish, where attributive adjectives must 
agree with the head noun in number and gender (Martín 2007: 32).  
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8. Discussion 
 
8.1 Morphological congruency vs. natural order of acquisition 
To begin with, the statistical methods used to determine the significance of the difference in 
error amounts between the Japanese and the Spanish learner groups proved this difference to 
be very highly significant. In other words, even at higher intermediate and advanced levels of 
proficiency, the Japanese learners make significantly more plural morpheme errors than the 
Spanish, which gives an affirmative answer to the first research question. Considering the 
morphological incongruency of the former group, these results lend support to the 
morphological congruency hypothesis by Jiang et al. (2011), according to which the absence 
of a corresponding morphological structure in the L1 can even make it impossible to acquire 
the particular morpheme in the L2 (Jiang et al. 2011: 943). 
 
In the review by Luk and Shirai (2009), the different studies on Japanese learners of English 
gave slightly conflicting accounts of whether the plural -s is among the first morphemes 
acquired, as in the natural order proposed by Krashen et al. (1976), or one of the last ones, as 
the morphological congruency hypothesis, along with other transfer theories, would suggest. 
The purpose of this study was not to rearrange the universal order of acquisition but to refute 
its applicability. This was achieved by the choice of a more advanced learner group; if the 
plural morpheme was indeed one of the first ones to be acquired (Dulay and Burt 1974, 
Bailey et al. 1974, Krashen et al. 1976), these learners should have mastered it by now. Thus, 
these results disprove the natural order theories, with the added weight of the statistical 
significance. 
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8.2 Positive transfer 
Another point of interest, when examining the quantitative results, is the difference between 
the written and spoken results. Although, in my BA thesis, this difference was studied in 
depth and proved significant as to the Japanese learner group, a curious finding here is that 
the difference goes the opposite way for the Spanish learner group. The Japanese learners did 
in fact make twice as many errors in the spoken situation, which would support Jarvis' (2003: 
100) claim about the spontaneity of a situation leading to an increased amount of transfer, and 
Ringbom's (2007: 69) argument about the prioritization of communicativeness leading to 
grammatical errors. Curiously, however, the Spanish learner group actually made less errors 
in speaking than in writing. It is difficult to state any definitive reasons as to why this is. One 
factor may be the typological errors in writing which are not due to deficiencies in 
grammatical knowledge but simply the result of neglect in producing written language.  
 
Still, there may be another explanation, when considering the phenomenon of positive 
transfer (Ringbom 1987: 58). As noted by Jarvis (2003: 100), transfer is more evident in 
spontaneous situations, such as unscripted interviews, and as Jarvis (ibid.) does not 
differentiate here between positive and negative transfer, the result could be interpreted as 
evidence of positive transfer. In other words, the morphological congruency between the 
English and Spanish plural morphemes has a facilitating effect on the Spanish learners' 
production of this morpheme, which is highlighted in the spoken language corpus. However, 
considering the focus of his study, it is more likely that Jarvis (ibid.) himself thought of 
negative transfer, in which case there is no previous research to support these conclusions. 
Nevertheless, this is still a valid point for discussion and further study. 
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However, the first explanation is especially valid considering that a relatively high percentage 
of the Spanish data consisted of essays written under exam conditions (Granger et al. 2010: 4-
5). Taking this into account, it is possible that the Spanish data does not give full credit to the 
facilitating effect of morphological congruency. Nevertheless, as the difference between the 
Spanish and the Japanese has already been proved to be highly significant, these possibly 
typological errors do not affect the final result of the quantitative analysis.  
 
8.3 Conceptual transfer 
Although the quantitative results give full support to the morphological congruency 
hypothesis, which is based on linguistic transfer, the qualitative analysis of the errors, their 
categorization into different types, and the examination of the overall context that is the 
sentence in which the errors appear, raise further questions about the nature of transfer in the 
case of the Japanese learners. This analysis was conducted in order to answer the second 
research question on the presence or absence of conceptual transfer. The hypothesis was that, 
based on Jarvis and Pavlenko's (2008) account on conceptual transfer and Yoon's (1993) 
study on different perceptions of noun countability, the context of the errors should reveal 
more complex issues of acquisition. 
 
This was indeed found to be true when analyzing entire sentences produced by the Japanese 
learners. While not disproving theories on linguistic transfer, such as the morphological 
congruency hypothesis, some of these results were not explainable by linguistic differences 
only, such as the absence of a corresponding morpheme in Japanese. If that was the case, all 
the results would conform to the pattern shown in examples (30) to (34), where the only error 
in the sentence is indeed the omission of the plural morpheme. The following discussion 
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revolves around the Japanese learners, as the phenomenon, as regards to the plural morpheme, 
does not really concern the Spanish learners. 
 
Rather, the majority of the results would seem to show some indications of conceptual 
transfer, the impact of which varies from one search result to another. As the majority of these 
unclear instances were somehow related to either the incorrect use of the countable 
determiner, or the confusion between countable and uncountable nouns, Yoon's (1993) study 
on the perceptions of noun countability provides a good basis for the analysis of these results. 
In this particular study, it was discovered that Japanese and English speakers were largely in 
disagreement as to which nouns were countable (Yoon 1993: 277). This conceptual difference 
is likely to complicate the understanding and acquisition of the corresponding foreign 
language concept. 
 
This disagreement would, at least to some extent, explain the examples from (35) to (41), 
although other explanations could also be offered; for instance, in (36), the confusion between 
these and this due to their similar pronunciation would alone account for the error. On the 
other hand, it may be that for a Japanese speaker criticism is a countable noun; in which case, 
it is noteworthy that this would be classified as an erroneous sentence in the examination of 
the plural morpheme. However, these instances were ignored in the quantitative analysis in 
order to achieve a clear-cut classification of correct and incorrect instances. 
 
In examples (37) and (38), the difference in the perception of noun countability is much 
clearer. Despite its complex nature and irrelevance to the study of the plural morpheme, 
example (39) functions as further evidence for the impact of different perceptions and 
conceptual understanding. In contrast, the errors in the Spanish data, in addition to the fact 
 65 
that there were significantly less of them, were also much clearer, with few issues concerning 
the countability of nouns. The most common mistakes were those of species nouns and 
quantifying nouns, which is understandable even from a native speaker's perspective; as the 
English grammar (Biber et al. 2008: 64) gives a choice between the use of either singular or 
plural forms of both the species noun and the following head noun, it may be difficult to 
remember that there is no such choice when using a plural determiner. 
 
To return to the subject of plurality and the possibility of conceptual transfer in this case, 
examples (40) to (44) display interesting errors which cannot be fully explained by either 
linguistic sources of transfer or the different perceptions of noun countability. In all of these 
examples, in addition to the singular or uncountable noun, there are also other sentence 
elements that do not conform to the rules of number agreement. In (40), where my opinion is 
the subject of the verb phrase is based on, the verb should also be in plural form in case the 
intended meaning was plural. On the other hand, the intended meaning could be singular with 
the only mistake being the use of the plural determiner. The question remains whether this is 
merely due to the similar pronunciation of these and this, or whether the English concept of 
multiple opinions is converted into one mass of opinion in the Japanese way of thinking. The 
same problem applies to (41). 
 
Example (42) poses another complex problem regarding interpretation and intended meaning. 
It could also be classified into the same category as (39), with the sole error being the use of a 
countable determiner instead of another qualifying expression, such as good. However, the 
learner could also have intended to communicate a plural form of opportunity, if the sentence 
was interpreted something akin to In a travel agency, there are many opportunities to use 
English, there is again the problem of number agreement as regards to the verb is. Finally, in 
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(43) and (44), the intended meaning is quite clearly plural; however, for some reason, all the 
sentence elements, apart from the determiner, are in the singular. This provides very strong 
evidence for the presence of conceptual transfer: the entire thought appears to be in the 
singular, although the subject of the sentence is intended to be what in English is considered 
plural. 
 
In addition, example (51) provides an interesting case for further analysis. This example is 
from the spoken data, and as mentioned, the irregular plural errors were exclusive to the 
Japanese spoken data. The discussion on the connection of implicit knowledge and conceptual 
transfer in section 4.3 explains this, and also the greater amount of errors in the spoken data in 
general. If conceptual transfer is indeed more prevalent in situations where implicit 
knowledge is required, and these learner interviews are, in their spontaneity, certainly good 
examples of such situations, the elementary nature of the errors in the spoken data could be 
explained by conceptual transfer. However, as the notions of linguistic and conceptual 
transfer are very much intertwined, it is, in the end, quite impossible to achieve definitive 
results by looking at the mere linguistic product; a more interdisciplinary approach would be 
required. 
 
8.4 Points of interest raised by the results 
The lack of self-correction found in the spoken interviews of the Japanese learners, together 
with the inconsistency in the omission of the plural morpheme, shows that little explicit 
learning took place during the interviews. As previously mentioned, in a spoken context, an 
instance of explicit learning would be displayed as a moment of hesitation after an error, 
followed by the production of the correct form in case the information retrieval is successful. 
However, in the Japanese data, there were only a few instances of this kind. Instead, the error 
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was often repeated as it was first produced, as in (50). As the learner mainly relies on implicit 
knowledge in spoken situations (Jarvis 2003: 100), it is evident that the Japanese learners' 
implicit knowledge of the plural morpheme –s is incomplete. The results were slightly better 
in the written essays, where the learners had the chance to use their explicit knowledge. 
However, as the essays also included many errors of this kind, it can be argued whether or not 
explicit knowledge exists here either. 
 
A final point of interest in the Japanese data were the most often correctly formed nouns. 
Despite the significant difficulties in the correct production of a regular plural form, some 
nouns were, without exception, correctly produced. These were commonly used nouns, such 
as things, days or friends. This appears to support Langacker's (1978: 59-60) and Croft and 
Cruse's (2004: 292) account of entrenchment; phrases that are most frequently used in a 
language, thus most often heard by the learner, are stored in the learner's mind as independent 
units. When producing a plural noun, the learner does not have to bother with using either 
explicit or implicit knowledge of plural noun formation, which would involve the retrieval of 
both the correct word and the plural noun schema. This makes production more efficient and 
less complicated for the learner, which appears as an increased proficiency in these cases. The 
findings of this study also support the entrenchment theory. 
 
Although the study centered on the plural morpheme and the cases where it was omitted, the 
results provided by the Spanish sub-corpora lend further support to transfer theories. Strong 
evidence for transfer is found in the examples from (56) to (59), where the attributive 
expressions are also in plural form, although, in English, they should appear in the singular. 
These errors most likely derive from the Spanish grammar, according to which attributive 
adjectives must agree with the head noun in number and gender (see section 5.3).  
 68 
9. Conclusion 
 
This study examined the acquisition of the English plural morpheme –s by two learner groups 
of different native language backgrounds, Japanese and Spanish. The focus was on the 
Japanese learner group, and their acquisition and the fluency in the plural morpheme was 
viewed in light of the morphological congruency hypothesis (Jiang et al. 2011). As there is no 
corresponding morpheme in their native language, the Japanese are incongruent in their use of 
the plural morpheme. In order to establish the significance of the quantitative results, the 
Spanish group was chosen as a representative of a morphologically congruent learner group, 
with whom the Japanese results were compared. The hypothesis that the Japanese learners 
would have more plural errors in their writing and speech was proved very highly significant 
via statistical methods. 
 
Furthermore, the type and context of errors produced by the Japanese learners were 
qualitatively analyzed in order to find indications of conceptual transfer. While the impact of 
conceptual transfer proved quite difficult to determine in the case of plurality, support for 
Yoon's (1993) study on different perceptions of noun countability was found. Although the 
mere study of the omissions of the plural morpheme would not be sufficient to determine 
whether transfer arises from linguistic or conceptual differences, the context and the overall 
sentence structure where the error occurred provided strong suggestions for conceptual 
transfer. 
 
Overall, the quantitative analysis of this study provides evidence for linguistic transfer 
theories, while the qualitative analysis supports theories related to the conceptual nature of 
transfer. Although the latter did not result in any definitive evidence, it provided much needed 
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support for the still quite small amount of research done on the subject. While it may first 
seem contradictory that the same results agreed with both linguistic transfer theories and 
conceptual transfer theories, it is good to remember that these two theories do not argue 
against each other but represent the two sides of the same coin: transfer may originate from 
conceptual differences and manifest itself in the linguistic structure produced by the learner. 
 
In order to make a stronger case against the natural order theories (see, for example, Krashen 
1978, Goldschneider and DeKeyser 2001) and other universalist models, a useful extension 
for the present study would be the examination of a congruent morpheme. For the Japanese 
learner group, one such morpheme is the possessive 's, which is quite conveniently ranked as 
one of the latest to be acquired in the natural order models. In this study, it was impossible to 
search for these instances in the corpora without reading through all texts manually, which 
would have been out of proportion regarding the scope of this study. In addition, a more 
extensive study of the cognitive aspects of the phenomenon would likely yield interesting 
results. However, interdisciplinary methods would be necessary in order to provide definitive 
evidence for conceptual transfer. Lastly, as pointed out by Ringbom (2007: 30), positive 
transfer is too often disregarded in transfer studies. This study discovered a connection 
between an enhanced performance in spoken situations and morphological congruency, which 
should provide a fruitful basis for further study. 
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